Shared parental care resulting from brood amalgamation is often considered beneficial to parents. However, the benefit of grouping (a decline in individual vigilance despite an increase in collective vigilance, with a concomitant increase in individual feeding time) has not been evoked as a factor promoting shared care. Eider females, Somateria mollissima, are subject to substantial energetic costs during breeding, and sometimes share brood-rearing duties. We compared the activity budgets and feeding behaviour of lone tenders and multifemale tenders. We also measured the collective vigilance of multifemale tenders and examined whether the coordination of feeding activity among females changes with time. As expected, the proportion of time spent feeding increased, and the proportion of time spent vigilant decreased, as the number of females attending the brood increased. None the less, the collective vigilance of multifemale tenders was at least 20% higher than the vigilance of lone tenders. Furthermore, multifemale tending allowed females to feed more optimally, as dive duration increased with the number of females tending the brood. The level of parental investment by individual females after hatching of the eggs is therefore related to the number of tending females and, based on previous work, a female's body condition when the eggs hatch is also logically connected with the number of tending females. Whether females sharing brood care on a permanent basis coordinate their feeding activity, so as to increase the potential protection of ducklings against predation, remains equivocal.
Shared parental care resulting from brood amalgamation is often considered beneficial to parents. However, the benefit of grouping (a decline in individual vigilance despite an increase in collective vigilance, with a concomitant increase in individual feeding time) has not been evoked as a factor promoting shared care. Eider females, Somateria mollissima, are subject to substantial energetic costs during breeding, and sometimes share brood-rearing duties. We compared the activity budgets and feeding behaviour of lone tenders and multifemale tenders. We also measured the collective vigilance of multifemale tenders and examined whether the coordination of feeding activity among females changes with time. As expected, the proportion of time spent feeding increased, and the proportion of time spent vigilant decreased, as the number of females attending the brood increased. None the less, the collective vigilance of multifemale tenders was at least 20% higher than the vigilance of lone tenders. Furthermore, multifemale tending allowed females to feed more optimally, as dive duration increased with the number of females tending the brood. The level of parental investment by individual females after hatching of the eggs is therefore related to the number of tending females and, based on previous work, a female's body condition when the eggs hatch is also logically connected with the number of tending females. Whether females sharing brood care on a permanent basis coordinate their feeding activity, so as to increase the potential protection of ducklings against predation, remains equivocal. Amalgamation of broods after hatching is a common form of alloparental care in birds (Eadie et al. 1988; Beauchamp 1997) . While often considered a result of accidental mixing when parent-offspring recognition is poorly developed (Tella et al. 1997; Brown 1998; Savard et al. 1998 ), brood amalgamation is also regarded as affording benefits for both genetic and adopting parents and the young (Eadie et al. 1988) .
Current hypotheses for amalgamation behaviour concern either brood desertion or adoption (Eadie & Lyon 1998; Pöysä & Milonoff 1999) . While brood desertion tactics have received a great deal of attention (reviewed by Kilpi et al. 2001) , the value of shared parental care has not. A cost of caring for extra young is well documented in altricial birds (reviewed by Dijkstra et al. 1990; de Kogel 1997) . In precocial species, where the young feed themselves, parental costs are mainly related to antipredator behaviour. Positive correlations between parental antipredator vigilance and brood size have been found in some precocial species (e.g. Forslund 1993; Williams et al. 1994; Loonen et al. 1999) , indicating a cost of parental care, as parental vigilance and feeding are essentially mutually exclusive activities (Pöysä 1987a; Black & Owen 1989; Roberts 1996) . Consequently, a parent investing less in guarding can gain better body condition (Komdeur & Kats 1999) . It is widely accepted that individual vigilance decreases, and collective vigilance increases, with increasing group size (Bertram 1980; Elgar 1989; Quenette 1990; Roberts 1996; Beauchamp 2001) . A larger allocation of time to feeding attributable to the reduction in individual vigilance is partly responsible for the positive relationship found between group size and mean food intake rate in birds (reviewed by Beauchamp 1998). Shared parental care could thus provide a means for individual parents to spend more time feeding and less scanning for predators, thereby enhancing recovery from the energetic stress associated with breeding. However, to the best of our knowledge, this is the first study to consider explicitly this potential advantage of brood amalgamation behaviour.
